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Bus Riders was the ninth sculpture Segal created with plaster bandages. The 
unpainted figures are characteristically anonymous, representing ordinary people 
involved in everyday activities. Although they are physically close, the solemn rid-
ers seem psychologically isolated from one another. As with all of Segal’s work, the 
surrounding environment becomes as significant as the figures. The people sit and 
stand at eye-level, without a pedestal, allowing the viewer to feel that he or she has 
also boarded the bus. The empty seat invites the viewer to become a psychological 
part of the morose environment. 

Segal has executed numerous sculptures related to the theme of buses, in-
cluding a public commission installed at the Port Authority bus terminal in New 
York in 1982. His works were often inspired by personal experiences, and Segal, 
a frequent commuter between New Jersey and New York, emphasized the themes 
of travel and people in transition. This subject may also be seen as an allegory for 
change or a metamorphosis from one condition to another. The bus as a symbol is 
also politically relevant; at the time of the work’s creation, the bus-riding boycotts 
and protests in the deep south were continuing to attract much media attention. 

Bus Riders 
 
1987, plaster, cotton gauze, steel, wood, 
and vinyl, 70 × 42⅜ × 90¾ in.

1. What effect does Segal create by leaving one empty seat on the 
bus? If you boarded this bus, would you want to sit down on that 
seat? Why or why not?

2.Who are the bus riders and where might they be going? Do they 
know one another? Imagine the kinds of places to which these peo-
ple are traveling. How do they feel about their destinations?

4. How many men and women are on this bus? Are the women simi-
lar to one another? What is different about the men?
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3. Examine what each figure is doing and how each is dressed. Can 
you tell what time of day it might be or what the weather outside the 
bus would be like?



ABOUT THE ARTIST

George Segal is best known for his life-size plaster sculptures of people in 
ordinary settings. Although he matured as a painter in the anti-figural environment 
of Abstract Expressionism, Segal remained committed to depicting a recognizable 
human form in all media. In addition to his plaster sculptures, Segal has also 
produced plaster bas-reliefs, fragmental sculptures, pastel drawings, and works 
in bronze. His tableaux have included mundane domestic scenes, images of ur-
ban alienation, biblical themes, allusions to earlier artists, and political subject 
matter. Segal’s characters often sit, sleep, or stand in readily identifiable urban 
settings. Despite the familiarity of these diners, gas stations, and buses in Ameri-
can society, the figures appear aloof and introspective, seemingly distant from the 
viewer. This combination of urban loneliness with a realistic method of depiction 
places Segal in the same vein of American Realism as Edward Hopper. His use of 
readily available, non-precious materials shares an affinity with Pop Art, although 
Segal’s personal style evolved independently of any particular movement or school 
of thought. 

Segal was born in 1924 in New York. In 1940, his family moved to South 
Brunswick, New Jersey. He remained in New York and received a degree in 1944 
from the Cooper Union of Art and Architecture in Manhattan. Segal received a de-
gree in art education from New York University in 1949, and seven years later he 
had his first one man painting exhibition at the Hansa Gallery. He turned his atten-
tion to sculpture in 1958, experimenting with plaster, burlap and wire mesh.

Segal created his unique method of wrapping models with plaster bandages 
in 1961 while teaching an experimental art class. His subsequent works were cast 
from his friends and relatives. “The strange thing about modern art,” he once 
explained about these sculptures, “is that it’s not public art that celebrates the 
power of a king or dictator; it’s an intimate reflection into the minds of ordinary 
people who are, somehow, valuable.” In 1971, after further refining his plaster 
bandage method, the social commentary of Segal’s sculpture diminished. His use 
of faster-drying bandages and hydrostone, an industrial material that hardens 
quickly, brought a new emphasis on the form and movement of the human body. 
Late in his career, Segal painted his sculptures with vivid primary colors.
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